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	1. Ashes

**_n_otes** — after a weekend of burning incense nonstop & harboring an embarrassing desperation to have my silly fic wishes fulfilled, my dearest _Ceremonials_ was born. i don't know exactly why, or how, for that matter, but i guess it's too late to turn back now! and since there's really nothing we can do about this goddamned travesty except watch it play itself out, let's all just sit back and try to enjoy the ride. have fun, my tiny children. :~)

**_w_arnings** — violence & war, paired with a complete lack of historical accuracy which i try to desperately cover up with my unfortunately nonexistent world-building skills. i beg of you to try not to take me too seriously, as no matter how much research i do i remain wholly ignorant. also, smut.

* * *

><p><span>Ceremonials<br>Chapter Ein: _Ashes_

* * *

><p>"<em>i was once told if you make a deal with<em>  
><em> the devil, you will never feel warm. but<em>  
><em> i am made of paper, and when i catch,<em>  
><em> i burn.<em>" — r.i.d

* * *

><p>When the time comes, Hiccup is seventeen and it is not a surprise, not like the fire that used to rain from the sky more often than not, the masked men who raided their village and set their homes ablaze, vivid orange bright against the night sky sprinkled with stars that to this day seem to be permanently disguised behind storm clouds and thick gatherings of smoke.<p>

Their futures, after all, have been intertwined for years, long before they had any sort of say in the matter, two tributes destined for each other's arms in exchange for harmony between the two nations who need it the most. They are the prices for peace. That's what his father tells him, at least, when he claps him on the back, large hand radiating warmth through his tunic and seeping down into skin, warding off the chill that stows away in his bones even during the hottest days of summer, like part of winter dug a hole inside his skin and took refuge there in his bone marrow, in the very fiber of his being.

It's his last day of pure, unharnessed freedom, the last afternoon he can lean on Toothless' scaly back and practically kiss the clouds, heavy with sunlight with Camicazi gripping him from behind, her skinny arms wrapped around his torso and squeezing like it's the last time they're ever going to go riding together and this time it is — for now, at least — so Hiccup bites his tongue and tries not to complain too much.

They squeeze every last drop out of the day, Toothless diving through clouds and coasting over mountaintops, close enough for Camicazi, whooping with glee and eyes wide with exhiliration, to brush her fingertips along the rocky surface. Fishlegs and the others follow not far behind — their dragons are lightweights compared to Toothless in the flying category, as Gronckles and Zipplebacks aren't as graceful nor as quick, but they're not going to let that stop them from accompanying Hiccup on his final flight as a free man, for better or for worse.

It's as the sun is finally, painfully dipping below the horizon, coloring the world purple flecked with orange and yellow that they land in a grassy meadow, dragons sprawling out happily and gnawing on the plants absently while their riders collapse back in the grass, faces tipped towards the sky. Breathe in, breathe out. The summer air is cooling, evening breeze against his face a wonderful contrast to the scorching sun that feels like it's always right on the verge of burning him to a crisp and he has to outrun it like the boy in the stories his mother told him when he was little. The boy who flew too close to the sun and flames burned away his flesh. The resemblance is almost striking, and it makes him want to shrink in on himself.

"I hear she's beautiful," Fishlegs sighs absently, tearing the comfortable blanket of silence open wide, his short legs splayed out across the grass, face tilted towards the sky, where the sun dips lower and lower. Soon it'll be gone completely and the world will be enveloped in blackness — despite Hiccup's anxiety, it's comforting to know there is no chance of a raid tonight. Or any night, for that matter. Not anymore.

"Of course she's fuckin' beautiful," Snotlout practically spits, traces of something akin to envy lingering in his tone and Hiccup can't help the way his gut twists because he'd gladly give up this future in a heartbeat if it meant Snotlout or anyone else could take his place. But it's him — it's always been him.

_It's always been him._ It's been him since the day of hushed talk amongst his father and Chief Ásvaldr, their heads bowed as they spoke in low tones across the stone table, citizens of both villages crowded together just outside the ancient walls, waiting with baited breath for the verdict. Would their century-long feud that had resulted in more than a little bloodshed and countless hardships for both parties finally be put to rest? Hours ticked by, sun rising higher in the sky, a vivid kind of blue usually only found in paintings. Sweat dripped down their faces, skin mottled bright pink from the heat of the day.

"If it helps ya any, _I _heard she's fuckin' crazy," Ruffnut chimes in, drawing Hiccup from his thoughts sharply, voice a little hoarse from her shrieks of delight moments before, running bony fingers through her hair and dislodging a few twigs in the process. Hiccup is still unsure of how they got there in the first place. "Heard that she wrestled a bear to the ground in ten seconds flat back when she was just a wee little thing. Imagine the kind of damage she could do _now_. Better warn the bears over in _our_ neck of the woods to watch their backs." The grin that follows is positively wicked, and Hiccup has a hard time differentiating between her grins of glee and those of ridicule.

"Well, _I've_ heard from some _very_ reputable sources that she takes literal bloodbaths," Tuffnut pipes up from across the clearing, grin almost identically wicked in its nature, stretching ear to ear. "Seriously, how fucking _cool_ is that? You've seriously lucked out here, Hiccup." Hiccup's insides churn because he's feeling a lot of things right about now but lucky isn't one of them. Though, if he's honest with himself he probably should because the situation is anything but ideal but he still has more luxuries than his bride-to-be.

He gets to stay in Berk, for the most part, and he's grateful for it because the Chief's daughter is going to have to leave her home and family behind to come here while he gets to stay and reside amongst the people he's lived with his entire life. It's a flimsy thing to hold on to but he's clutching onto it with every fiber of his being because it's flimsy but it's _something_, and that's more than anyone else can say in this situation.

Camicazi exhales microscopically, eyes resting on his face. The corners of her rosy lips quirk up the smallest bit as if to say, _It'll be alright. _

And Hiccup appreciates it more than anything but at the end of the day tomorrow it's not Camicazi who's going to be going to bed with somebody she hasn't spoken two words to, let alone _the enemy's daughter._

* * *

><p>He spends the night tossing and turning. He lays on his stomach and then his back and then his side and then his other side and brings all his blankets onto the floor and then puts them back on the bed, eyes reddened with exhaustion as moonlight pours in through the window. It's going to be his last night alone and Hel, if that's not terrifying Hiccup doesn't know what is. After all, he's been dreading this day for the past eight years, eight years of living knowing his future was already put into place, eternally bound to another in exchange for the dust between two warring tribes to finally, finally settle. <em>It's an honor<em>, his father never fails to remind him, but Hiccup isn't so sure. Is there really anything noble about having all your choices made for you, for you to sit by idly like a marionette?

The girl he's marrying, the Chief's daughter — she, on the other hand, seems anything but idle if her reputation is anything to go by. In fact, soon after the treaty was signed and the blood had dried news broke that the girl had fled from her village on horseback. She'd been gone for six nights when they final caught up with her and hauled her back home. Hiccup would run too, if he thought he could get away with it, but a part of him knows he could flee to the darkest corners of the world and his father would still be able to find him.

It's a soft rapping of knuckles against the side of the house, right next to the window and then Camicazi's blonde head is popping up in the gap, grinning widely. She doesn't bother to ask permission before she hoists herself over the windowsill and into Hiccup's bedroom, landing on the wooden floor with a tiny thud.

"Thought I'd see how you were holdin' up," she says with a wide grin as she raises her eyes to look at him, brushing herself off.

Hiccup's brows furrow but he smiles regardless, because she's his best friend and he couldn't really imagine her _not _doing something so ridiculous the night before his wedding. "And you thought now would be the opportune time to do so?"

His question is answered with a mere roll of the blonde girl's eyes, a soft snort. "Of course. When else was I supposed to come?" Tucking stray strands of pale hair behind her sun burnt ears, her lips tilt downwards, an expression of true sadness and concern, something Hiccup is not used to see from her. Camicazi is not one for subtle gestures; she's all loud noises and heavy, dramatic footsteps, always covered in dirt and scrapes, hair always coming undone. "So," she starts, fussing with her nails. "You nervous?"

And, well. He is. Kind of, but nervous doesn't even begin to cut it because he's not just nervous, he's fucking terrified, he's confused and above all he's in denial. It's strange, almost surreal, to think about how tomorrow is going to come and he's going to see her face for the first time, he's going to have to rattle off vows and they're going to be married and Hiccup's mother always told him joyous tales about her marriage to Stoick and none of them ever involved either of them being forced into the situation and he wonders how his father could force him into such a thing. Then again, it doesn't surprise him. Stoick is, above all, a leader, a protector of his people and if that means causing his son a lifetime of discomfort and misery bound to the daughter of the enemy in order to achieve some semblance of peace, then so be it.

But he can't say all of that out loud, so he settles for, "I guess so."

"Promise you won't forget about me."

His head snaps up at that. "How could I forget about you? I'm still going to see you practically every day." He's not sure how true the latter is, as marriage comes with a whole plethora of responsibilities, most of which he knows next to nothing about.

"Just promise me, idiot."

Hiccup nods solemnly, feeling a bit like a child when he wants to link their pinkies together. "I promise. I could never forget you; you're my best friend."

The corners of Camicazi's lips quirk up, so slight one might not catch it in the dim moonlight. "That's what I like to hear, Haddock." Then, almost as an afterthought, she leans over to peck him on the cheek. One moment her lips are there, brushing his skin and it's cold and he's never felt so alone because he doesn't want to give up this life or his best friend and he wonders why he, of all people, has to be the Chief's son.

"Best friends?" she reiterates, like she's scared that his answer's changed in the few moments of silence that followed his previous promise.

"Best friends," he repeats back to her, squeezing her hand. He feels like a child again. It's nice.

At that moment, a sound echoes throughout the home, the sound of heavy footsteps padding up the stairs. Camicazi's eyes widen comically, and, holding a finger to her lips, steps soundlessly out the window, facial expressions so exaggerated Hiccup has to muffle his laughter into his pillow. He hears her land softly on the grass below, followed by the sound of her running towards home that gets quieter and quieter with each second that passes.

Hiccup rolls over and squeezes his eyes shut tight, pretends to sleep.

* * *

><p>They arrive by sea, just on time. Punctual, but Hiccup isn't surprised. <em>Their<em> tribe has always been that way — diligent, punctual, strategical, always calculated, while Berk leans more heavily towards the age-old strategy of running en masse at their opponents with spears in hand and hoping for the best.

It starts with one, the boat a tiny, dark pinprick in the distance, coasting just above the unusually calm blue waters and then suddenly there are hundreds of them, like a swarm that cuts through the waves, water breaking at the base of their crooked vessels, spitting saltwater in every direction. Normally, such a sight would be terrifying, a cue for the children to hurry inside and lock the doors and sound the sirens, to let the dragons loose to guard their front line because if Berk has any edge over them then their scaly companions are it. This time, though, it draws cheers from the crowd gathering around the docks. They roar like animals, and Hiccup understand; it is, after all, the end of an era. Not just the end of the violence that has existed between their two nations for so many years but the end of being silent about it, the end of uncertainty, constantly being on edge. This wedding is not only his marriage to the chief's daughter but a marriage and coming together between two nations who have been on opposing sides for so long. And what a joyous occasion it is! Hiccup is happy, or, as happy as one can be — he just wishes the price for such a peace was not his vows to a girl he's never even formally met.

There is an immediate, startling break in the endless sea of chatter as soon as it happens, as soon as her feet make contact with the dock — it's the softest sound imaginable, her boots against the sea-soaked wood, yet it brings the entire island and maybe even the rest of the world to a screeching halt. Her presence is nothing short of astonishing, truly a force to be reckoned with. She's pretty; or, at least he thinks so, through the paint that covers her face in wide, arcing streaks of brightly colored paint, blues and oranges and reds. Her flaxen hair is pulled away from her face in an intricate sort of braid, something his mother would do with her hair if she were still alive, though a few stray strands of the girl's hair have come loose and hang in her face. Her eyes are the bluest Hiccup has ever seen but they burn like coals, swirling like storms, a tempest brewing inside those eyes. Her presence is nothing short of astonishing, truly a force to be reckoned with.

She raises her blue eyes then, astonished gaze inching along the scene before her, tracing over every hilly slope and rocky cliff face. Scrutinizing. Studying. It hits Hiccup then that's she's got eyes just like her father and his stomach does this funny little twist upon realizing this because it's her — Chief Ásvaldr's daughter, his bride-to-be, sin personified.

Astrid Hofferson.

* * *

><p>this story is my own shameless gift to myself and all of you lil darlings, because i want a fic where hiccup and astrid are, as complete strangers, quite literally thrown into something way bigger than themselves. they're still kids, and i want them to navigate their way down this rocky, winding road on bleeding hands and knees and everything that comes with it — desire and confusion and anger and grief and everything in between. so, um. there's that. anyway! thank you so very much for reading, mi loves. i love u to pieces! x <em><span>comments &amp; critiques are very much encouraged and even moreso appreciated, even if it's just a few words<span>_.


	2. Vows

**_n_otes** — the wedding ceremony presented in this chapter is nothing more than an absolute clusterfuck of norse & viking wedding traditions as well as medieval/celtic traditions mixed with my own silly little ideas. read at your own risk. seriously. you can always turn back now, even though it would be pretty rad if you didn't, because, well. i gotta make a living somehow. i have no idea what that has to do with this story, but it sounded really funny in my head and i suddenly can't find my backspace key. whoops.

**_w_arnings** — some very light smut. can't believe it actually took me an entire chapter to get to it...loving this concept. not heavy smut, not yet...think of this as being like the diet coke of smut, except i really like diet coke, so. anyway. getting it on in real life is not exactly a dream of mine, but writing about it is...somehow satisfying. yay, asexuals!

**_s_uggested listening** — _breath of the forest_, adrian von ziegler.

* * *

><p><span>Ceremonials<span>  
>Chapter Tveir: <em>Vows<em>

* * *

><p><em>"the girl in the crown picks up her feet, and the whole<br>__world follows. the girl in the crown with __eyes like knives  
><em>_and a tongue like a wildfire, __the devil's daughter and __the  
>angel's lover. by the <em>_snarl of her mouth and the ring __of  
>her steps, you <em>_can see that she was born to rule."  
><em>— a. davida jane

* * *

><p>Nausea rolls over Hiccup in waves, like the ones that crash lightly over the shore with the force of the oncoming ships, hundreds of them still just tiny dots in the distance, heading for Berk in honor of the wedding. Call him crazy, but there is something strangely terrifying about realizing the day you've been dreading for ten years is finally here, that the enemy's daughter that you are being wed to is a living, breathing girl with flaxen hair and ocean eyes. He's always known that, of course, but to see her in the flesh, dressed in elaborate skirts and leather with paint on her face is another thing entirely, one Hiccup was not prepared for in the slightest. He's still not sure if he is.<p>

They don't even have time to say a word to each other before a group of women are ushering Astrid off to the bathhouses, hands fluttering over her like anxious butterflies. It's a sideshow, really — the main show is right before his eyes instead of the corner of them, Chief Ásvaldr approaching Stoick with a wide gait, hands firmly hanging at his sides. There is a moment where it feels like everyone is holding their breath; those in the middle of tying up the ships and climbing onto the docks pausing their efforts and turning their eyes to the two men, two leaders, two powerhouses who have always been at the center of the war.

And then they clasp hands, a gesture of respect; one of brotherhood, unity, and the air everyone has been holding in their lungs escapes in one long, audible _whoosh_.

"This," Hiccup hears a man say, voice almost raspy with relief, "is a new beginning."

* * *

><p>It was decided many moons ago by Ásvaldr and his advisors that the ceremony would be held at the copse near the shore, and that decision holds up to this day. It's a nice place, one Hiccup has journeyed past with Toothless many times; a cluster of trees whose branches hang low, sticky with pine needles and a soft bed of grass that fans out gradually towards the rocks that line the shore, cool blue water lapping at the stones.<p>

He spots her again on his way to the grove, flanked on either side by his father and his men and tailed by a sizable crowd of villagers; the same women are fussing over Astrid again, their hands idly playing with her blonde hair and giggling like children, singing songs in Norse that he can only pick up bits and pieces of. Astrid does not sing along, only sits there rigidly, head in her hands. Something in Hiccup's chest starts to ache.

All too soon, though, he's ushered to a spot just beneath a willowy trees whose leaves hang so low that they brush the back of his head when he stands fully straight. For a few moments it is quiet, the only sounds coming from creatures lurking just beyond the trees and the birds chirping happily, blissfully unaware of the procession taking place, nesting in the canopy above.

There's something about seeing her in that dress that makes this whole thing real, makes it absolute. To say the dress is elaborate would be a terrible understatement — it's layers of pale, ivory-colored lace and satin that brush whisper-soft against the grass with every step she takes, bodice accentuated with knot engravings in gold, shoulders bare but neckline cut just so, leaving her arms covered with the shimmering material. Her hair is braided, much neater than when she got off the boat, and upon her head sits a thin silver wreath that seems to not reflect sunlight as much as it does embody it; woven around it, flowers of every color, as if they're trying to make up for the lack of vivid face paint. She is beautiful, though; even in the odd slats of light that pour in through the gaps in the tree branches, he can see _that _very clearly, long pale lashes and huge eyes and pouty pink lips. She is ethereal, or maybe something not quite human — so beautiful she's terrifying.

There is something very confining about it; the ceremony is attended only Hiccup and Astrid, joined by their fathers as well as Spitelout, in his hands an ancient book that's falling apart at the seams. The rest of the village and its guests are ordered away by Stoick, who instructs them to gather at the Great Hall, where Hiccup can already picture them waiting with baited breath to greet the newlyweds.

Before he knows it, she's standing a foot away with her gaze turned to the ground between them, a patch of earth piled with stick and stones lit ablaze — it's something symbolic, and once they've said their practiced vows he'll step over it, a symbol of their union. The thought makes his head spin and his heart race because everyone's gone quiet and Astrid's caretakers have fled and it's just the five of them in the grove now.

Then, Spitelout speaks. Hiccup swears he can see the pity flickering in his eyes. Somehow, that just makes everything worse.

"We have come together in celebration of the joining together of these two individuals in exchange for harmony between our two great nations. There are many things to say about marriage. Much wisdom concerning the joining together of two souls has come our way through all paths of belief, and from many cultures. Though we are unable to give all this knowledge to these two who stand before us, we can hope to leave with them the knowledge of love and its strengths. Without love, life is nothing; without love, death has no redemption. If we learn no more in life, let it be this.

"These two have come here today to be joined as one in marriage. Others would ask, at this time, who gives the bride in marriage, but, as a woman is not property to be bought and sold, given and taken, I ask simply if she comes of her own will and if she has her family's blessing. Astrid, is it true that you come of your own free will and accord?"

"Yes, it is true." Her face remains smooth as stone but her eyes are on fire, flickering with something akin to fear. Anger. Pure, blistering fury and absolute horror at the realization of what's happening. The words that tumble from her lips are nothing but lies but she does not falter once. It's rather impressive, Hiccup thinks.

"With whom do you come and whose blessings accompany you?"

"She comes with me, her father, and is accompanied by all of her family's blessings." Ásvaldr's voice reminds Hiccup very much of his father; maybe an octave lower, but commanding all the same, tone firm, the kind that makes a good leader in that nobody would even think to argue with him, just from the booming sound of his voice that can bring a crowded room of rowdy viking men and women to a deathly silence with one word.

"Please join hands with your betrothed and listen to that which I am about to say. Above you are the stars, below you are the stones. As time passes, remember that, like a stone, should your love be firm like a star should your love be constant. Have patience with one another, for storms will come, but they will pass quickly. Be free in giving affection and warmth. Have no fear and let not the ways of the unenlightened give you unease, for the gods are with you always.

"Hiccup, I have not the right to bind thee to Astrid. Only you have this right. If it be your wish, say so at this time and place your ring in her hand."

"It is my wish." Hiccup has to swallow the lump in his throat in order to get the words out, and even now they don't sound convincing. They hang in the air around them, and he almost expects Spitelout to laugh at how utterly terrified and insincere he sounds, voice practically vibrating with doubt.

"Astrid, I have not the right to bind thee to Hiccup, only you have this right. If it be your wish, say so at this time and place your ring in his hand."

"It is my wish." She nearly whispers it, glassy eyes boring into Hiccup's for a breathless moment before her gaze drops to the floor.

"Hiccup, if it be your wish for Bride to be bound to you, place the ring on her finger." His fingers tremble. He cannot take his eyes off of the gleaming gld band he's got sitting in his palm. It's no heavier than the tiny, tiny grey pebbles that cover the shore but it feels like a boulder, weighing him down, like it wants to drag him down to the center of the earth where he can burn in peace. But he can't, and he won't, and he remembers his father's words as he takes her hand, small and warm in his, and slides the ring gingerly onto her slender finger. "Now, repeat after me..."

Astrid caps off the ceremony, repeating Spitelout's words with the kind of obedience Hiccup is used to seeing in broken animals but hardly ever people. "I shall respect thee, thy beliefs, thy people, and thy ways as I respect myself." She bows her head as she finishes, voice tapering off on the final few words like she can't quite believe it's her mouth they're coming from, like she wants to take them back. Hiccup has to restrain himself from blurting, _It's alright, I understand._

After that they begin their slow procession towards the Great Hall. Hiccup tries in vain to keep his steps short and even, but it's hard with Astrid on his arm and the knowledge that he's tied down now, like ropes holding him inside a burning building and it's terrifying. Slow, short steps, he reminds himself, keeping pace with her. The walk over is not a long one, but the grey cloud of silence that hovers over them, envelopes them like fog makes the whole thing feel so much longer and Hiccup half expects Astrid to take off running.

Horn pipes announce their arrival and upon their entrance, the crowd explodes, or something close to it, the deafening sound of applause and hooting from the ample crowd of spectators reverberating off of the walls, filling every free inch of the Great Hall all the way to the vaulted ceilings above them that feel like they're miles high, unreachable. Hiccup lets his eyes fall shut, takes in a shaky breath because nothing feels different but the way his gut is twisting and turning, squirming inside his torso just solidifies the fact that _everything _is different. A few exchanged words and two gold bands have completely turned his world inside out, and the thought has his head aching with the weight of it all. He takes a moment to peer at Astrid — she looks undeterred, porcelain features smooth and expressionless — before offering her his hand and leading her further into the Hall, where they are received warmly by their people, people he's never even spoken to grasping their hands and smiling at them, words of gratitude and congratulation pouring from their mouths along with the heavy scent of booze.

The music picks up, loud and familiar and they dance, wrist against wrist, pulse brushing pulse. It is what is expected of them, after all — it's a party, Gobber tells him. Something to be celebrated. He should be happy. The war is over. Their people are chirping away like birds, smiling and conversing over pints of mead and wooden tables but it's easy to determine who's who just by the way those of Berk are without the eccentric face paint. Hiccup smiles, but it wilts at the edges because he's not sad, exactly, but he's _something_ and he can't even find the words for the heavy feeling weighing down on his chest. The rafters are strung with garlands brought by Astrid's people, a symbol of respect. Union.

He grins then, smile more goofy than anything else and he can only hope she doesn't try to punch the grin right off his face. Sobering up, he leans in closer so as to make it easier for her to hear him in the noisy room. "It's, um. Well. I am honored to finally make your acquaintance."

Astrid casts him a sideways glance, shadow of a doubt flickering in her eyes before the corners of her mouth finally quirk up the tiniest bit and she replies, "As am I." Her voice now is so different from when she gave her vows. It's louder, now, more firm and it could be due to the excessive amount of noise that fills the Great Hall and hits their ears like an onslaught of waves but it's more than that, Hiccup thinks, as she looks him right in the eye and Hiccup feels like he could drown in those blues.

Their first words exchanged that are not practiced nor laced with heavy defeat. It's not perfect, but it's a start.

"Some party, huh?" he muses quietly, eyes flickering to the scene around them, every corner of the room packed with vikings — dancing, singing, drinking. It's not an unusual sight for Hiccup, but to see Astrid's people among them still sends a jolt through his system.

"Did you ever expect anything less?" she murmurs back, and he swears that he catches her rolling her eyes. He wants to tell her, _Don't do that here, your father might see, _but something keeps his mouth clamped shut as he watches her twirl around him, pale skirts swirling, a fan of lace and satin that sweeps across the floor. They really don't clean these floors well enough for her to be wearing a dress that long, but Hiccup won't say anything about that, either. Astrid's presence is a bit intimidating and more than a little unnerving and he thinks it would be better to keep his mouth shut for now, save for light small talk.

"So," Astrid pipes up before he can, her eyes narrowing the tiniest bit. "_Hiccup_." The way she says his _name_! Oh, gods...He's not sure what to think. "How does it feel to know that you and your savage people have been responsible for the deaths of so many of _my_ people, thanks to those horrid firestarters?" The scariest part about the question is not the words themselves, though they do have his jaw hanging, but the way she says them, smile still planted firmly on her china doll features. She gazes up at him through her blonde lashes and he nearly dies right there.

"I —" he begins before promptly cutting himself off, because really, what in the Hel is he supposed to even say to that? He lowers his gaze, remembers the practiced lines he's heard his father repeat so many times. "I am aware of the great pain my tribe has caused your people over the years, and, on behalf of all of my people, I apologize." He doesn't mention that it's really not his fault — after all, it's his father who calls the shots. One day that person _will _be Hiccup, and one day soon, but he decides to keep these words in his head.

They link arms and continue dancing, the music wrapping around them like a blanket and Astrid smiles brighter, just for show, a stark contrast to the words that continue to fall from her lips. "Unfortunately, Hiccup, your words stand meaningless to the death and destruction your tribe has brought upon my people — it is not something that can be undone or forgiven, and frankly, this marriage venture is nothing short of ridiculous."

Her words send a jolt down each knob of his spine, because _she can't say things like that_. He's certain nobody's heard, everyone too consumed in their drinking and chatting and dancing clumsily to quite catch the words that spill from his new wife's mouth but even opening her mouth to say these words is risky, especially because Chief Ásvaldr does not seem like one to take these things lightly.

They spin around each other, her skirts twirling, braid flying behind her in perfect harmony with the fading music before the next song starts up, first few chords a little off — no doubt the men with pan flutes and horn pipes have gotten a little drunk themselves, because what fun is the bonding of two nations who've been at each other's throat for over a century through a marriage of two seventeen year-olds without a pint or six of mead?

"We need to talk," he says simply as the song draws to a close, features soft but tone as serious as he can manage, gripping her bony wrist lightly. They weave through the crowd, slipping around a back corner where the light is sparse and it's not quite as noisy. He corners her in a way that he probably shouldn't, just as you shouldn't corner a wild animal. "You can't just...say things like that," he explains, taking her hand gently. She pulls away sharply.

"I will not have you telling me what I can and cannot say."

Hiccup lets out a long sigh, hand resting on the wall just above her head and shifts his gaze to look down at her. Small but feisty is what she is and he thought he was prepared for this but he's not, not even close. "I'm trying to _help_," he mutters, eyeing her desperately. It feels like everything is falling apart all over again; it keeps hitting him, over and over, that he is married to her, that he has had to sacrifice the rest of his life in order for some semblance of _peace _with a nation led by a Chief whose daughter can't even look him in the eye without screaming, burning with rage. And he's sorry, is the thing, because she's right — Berk has always had an edge over them with their dragons, and they've always used it to the fullest of their advantage. He's never seen the damage for himself, but his father has spoken of it, tone heavy with pride as he speaks of their entire village reduced to cinders, population cut in half, puddles of blood trailing in their wake.

"I do not need your help. _We _do not need your help." Her eyes are dark, swirling like stormy seas. He's never seen eyes quite like them; then again, he has never truly paid attention, for up until this point it feels like he's had more important things to focus on but now it's _her_. It's all her. She has, after all, become his entire world within just a few exchanged vows and he sees no point in avoiding the inevitable truth of it.

There is a pause, then, a brief period of silence where they both stand motionless there in the dark, breathing each other's air. Then, she kisses him, and hard.

It is rough from the very start, from the moment their lips meet. Their teeth clack and it's ugly and painful and bruising and there's nothing beautiful or even passionate about this; it is raw anger, fury in its purest form. Astrid's breath hitches and she pulls back for a brief moment to whisper, "I don't...I've never..."

The corners of Hiccup's mouth quirk up, but he takes a step back regardless. After all, there was a whole section in their vows about respecting boundaries and he's not going to just _force _himself on this girl, on his wife, especially with this sudden, bizarre turn of events. "You've never...done anything like this before, have you?" His voice is gentle, and he prays she doesn't take his concern as pity.

"No," she breathes, voice high and slightly panicked. It strikes Hiccup as odd and a little funny, her response, because with toned muscle and soft curves and huge blue eyes, Astrid is exactly the type of girl Hiccup assumes has men throwing themselves at her left and right and he knows that if his mother were here she'd strike him for it but it's true. Then again, the rules are different in her village, for men and women — after all, women are _expected_ to wait until marriage, aren't they? It's just, he didn't expect her to be one to play by the rules and oh, there's his mother's voice in his head again, chiding him sharply. _Women are not objects; never let anyone convince you otherwise. _

Her lack of experience doesn't seem to deter her, though, as she pulls his mouth back onto hers and grips his arms tightly, the way one would grip the rough, cracked leather reigns of a runaway stallion or a dragon mid-flight.

"I wanted many things," she growls between kisses, voice rough like she wants to remind him _I'm not on your side,_ looking up at him defiantly before biting down on his bottom lip a little too hard. "But I did not want this. Do not ever forget that."

"And you think I did?" he retorts roughly, voice a little too sharp, a little too loud for how quiet this hallway is, how close they are.

It's almost too easy like this, though, to get lost in it all, to get lost in _her_, the dim lights of the Great Hall not quite reaching them, this hallway so quiet in comparison to the noise just around the bend. The fingers on his left hand are curling around the fabric of her dress and he knows he should probably let go because it's going to leave creases in the otherwise smooth satin, ones that clearly did not come solely from dancing but if Astrid doesn't care then neither does he.

Meanwhile, his right hand is stroking along her hip, inching its way along her waistline and absently tracing the knot pattern that adorns the front her gown before he pulls away, fingers idling just below her breast and he pulls their lips apart for a moment to press their foreheads together, hoping his eyes do the talking in the space between kisses where they're both panting.

"Oh, so_ now _you've decided it's a good idea to ask permission? I'm surprised that's even in your tribe's range of comprehension," she hisses, eyes narrowing but even then he can see how blown out they are. Her cheeks are flushed pink in the dim lighting. She grips his hand tightly, moving it to her chest. He palms at her breast through the satin of her dress and she whines, the sound low in her throat and arches off the wall a little, pressing closer and he wonders if she can feel that he's already half hard. Her tiny hands are fisted in his hair, leaving an array of tiny crescent marks that only she will ever know about.

He wants _so much_, is the thing, wants _everything_, wants to leave her marked and ruined and panting but this is not the place nor the time but when she arches up against him, one pale leg wrapping around his waist and he wants to touch her absolutely everywhere, wants to pull this stupid cream-colored dress over her head already and wants to hear her whimper and moan and he can't tell yet if it's just her specifically that's getting him like this or if it's just him being, well, a _boy_.

There's a soft rustling from just beyond his line of vision then and they both pause. Astrid presses herself back, like if she presses against the wall hard enough she'll sink into it and disappear.

"We should go back," Hiccup mumbles once the noise has died, putting it down to a mouse or some other pest, clearing his throat and adjusting his vest. He can only hope that with the poor lighting, she can't see his cheeks coloring rapidly. He reaches out absently to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear, can't help the way his eyes drop to trace over her lithe form. Her dress is still bunched up around her thighs, neat braid coming undone, wreath crooked on her head. She refuses his help with any of it, however, grumbling under her breath as she straightens out her dress out to the best of her ability and readjusts her wreath with nimble fingers.

Arm in arm, they walk around the bend and step back into the light and the music and the laughter, wild hearts still rabbiting in their chests.

* * *

><p>very...<em>interesting<em> stuff we got going on here. i want to take this time to seriously congratulate + thank you if you've made it this far, because i'm an absolute mess of a writer at this point. also, my reviewers are the chillest reviewers. just throwing that out there.


	3. Consummations

**_n_otes** — as always, your adorable & frankly far too kind words make me blush; y'all are genuinely too kind to me & i read + appreciate every single word, treasure every alert, & positively swoon over every favorite. i apologize for how long this chapter took, as it was written over the course of the past couple of weeks during varying states of consciousness. in other more interesting news, i just finished high school which is absolutely wild. it also means you can expect updates for the time being to be quite frequent.

**_w_arnings** — smut, mentions of scars & blood.

**_s_uggested listening** — _babylon_, sza ft kendrick lamar. sounds like a hella weird combo? it is, but. just take my word for it.

* * *

><p><span>Ceremonials<span>  
>Chapter þrír: <em>Consummations<em>

* * *

><p><em>"you leave burns on my skin with your holy fire. you ask<em>  
><em>if i am okay, ask if i need to stop, but you should know<em>  
><em>the only words from my mouth will be <em>thank you, god,  
>thank you<em>, because you're so close to making me pure<em>  
><em>that i can taste it, honey."<em> — s.t.

* * *

><p>The procession of villagers that follows them to their new home — which is despite its fairly tiny size, with its smooth floors and vaulted ceilings and wide, even windows, a whole lot nicer than the home Hiccup has lived in for the last seventeen years — by the light of torches clutched in meaty hands is much noisier than their trip to the Great Hall, the evening air alive with chatter and drunken laughter as the sun dips beyond the horizon and the sky turns a rapidly darkening greyish blue. It's not ugly, exactly, but Hiccup has seen prettier sunsets before just like he's seen better days than this and it's all very fitting, really, and he wonders if the gods are just fucking with him now, having a little fun at his expense. Somehow, he wouldn't be surprised.<p>

It's when the door slams shut behind them that the cool, calculated look on her face drops and Hiccup is sure she's going to kiss him again but she doesn't — instead, he barely has time to sputter out a frantic word before she's pressing her fingers against his throat; she doesn't push down too hard, not yet, just lets her fingers sit there. Like she's waiting for something.

Hiccup could say something smart. He could yell for help. Hel, he could probably kick her away with little to no effort, but instead, he merely manages to croak out, "Are you going to kill me?"

The frigid look on Astrid's face dissipates almost immediately. She cracks a grin, and Hiccup is almost positive he's going to die.

"I wouldn't dream of it," she laughs, voice laced very faintly with traces of an accent Hiccup can't quite put his fingers on — not as strong as her father's but still there. Always there. Haunting him, reminding him of who she is. A stranger. An enemy. "I just wanted to let you know that you don't scare me."

And she's not just talking about Hiccup specifically, but his whole tribe, men and women with meaty hands and broad shoulders and hearts of steal, every act a war. When his eyes flutter shut for a moment he can almost see it — Astrid's tribe, half of her father's men slaughtered, faces smeared with blood that one might mistake for their brilliant face paint, eyes wide open like death caught them off guard.

She removes her hand from his throat and drifts almost noiselessly to the bedroom, skirts trailing behind her, dragging across the wooden floors. Her fingers dance across the windowpane, eyes glancing out the window, light evening breeze ruffling her hair and making her shiver.

For a little while, it is quiet. Hiccup stands in the doorway and watches his new wife as she watches the moon rise high in the sky, fingers clutching the windowpane like she's contemplating jumping out of the window and fleeing, but she doesn't. In fact, she remains almost motionless and it is a long, long time before she moves again.

Her thin fingers move to fiddle anxiously with the clasps and threads of her ribbon-backed dress, starting off calmly enough, but it doesn't take too long for her to become frustrated with the tedious task, fingers struggling frantically with the bows that hold her dress in place, desperation to be freed of the satin cage that grips her ribs too tightly, pushing them a little too harshly against her organs. A tiny, warbled cry overflowing with frustration that drips to the floor like rainwater and pools around their feet escapes her pink lips and she sinks to the floor, resting her head against the wall just below the window. Her thin frame trembles with the weight of inaudible sobs and it's almost surreal, seeing her like this, because just a moment ago she was practically threatening to cut Hiccup's heart out with a knife while a sickeningly saccharine smile flitted across her delicate features.

For a while, all Hiccup can do is stand in place and watch, because although she's only a step or two away it feels as if there is a mile-wide trench separating them, a force that splinters and wrenches apart the floorboards, the step between he and Astrid is, in reality, only a step, but in many ways it's so much more than that — it is the first of many steps towards becoming something more than two strangers forced to share a bed. Maybe, just maybe, they can be friends, though of course any semblance of friendship would require mutual cooperation and from the look on Astrid's face when Hiccup finally bridges the gap between them, fingers resting lightly on her back, she isn't going to go down without a fight.

Astrid's fingers are curling around his before he's even gotten his properly around the ribbons binding her dress, eyes burning like coals, tears now drying on her cheeks as if she shed them hours ago as opposed to just a moment before. "I don't need your help," she snaps, pushing his hand away.

"Of course. I mean, with the way you were expertly navigating those clasps I'm surprised you're not done already." He can't help the cocky little grin that graces his face at that point, a result of smug satisfaction with himself because if Astrid is going to bite then he's going to show her he can bite back — or, at the very least, that he can _try_, because she's a wildfire of a girl, white-hot and all-consuming, and he's stubborn as a mule and they were never meant to be together like this. Perhaps in another life, they might have been unlikely friends; maybe he and Toothless would have spotted her on horseback from above and, upon, taking one look at those huge eyes and sharp cheekbones and pert little nose, finding it necessary to grace her with their presence. Maybe he would teach her how to ride dragons, maybe even let her take Toothless for a spin and she'd smear his face with extravagantly colored paints made of crushed berries and they'd fight and yell but at the end of the day everything would be alright, because their relations would be a result of their own actions instead of their fathers'.

But it's not, and this isn't natural or friendship or anything close — they are two animals locked together in a cage, entire village clutching the bars with meaty hands, talking loudly over them, hungry eyes raking over their prone forms as they collapse atop one other, scratching and biting and howling their woes.

Astrid glares at him, but it doesn't keep her from turning away, giving him her back, her way of begging him to help her undo the clasps that trap her like an animal in a cage. Hiccup can't blame her; even looking at them head on, the clasps are tricky, slipping from his fingers and it takes him a good while of fussing with them, wincing every now and again when he pokes his finger too hard, to get about half of them undone. Almost instinctively, he reaches out to brush his fingers along her bare back, something in him so intrigued and desperate to feel the knobs of her spine under his fingertips.

The skin of her back is soft, smooth, pulled taut over shoulder blades that stick out like the broken wings of a baby bird — and marred with scars.

It takes every ounce of self-control in him not to make an audible noise at the sight or cringe away. Hiccup is no stranger to scars, has seen and grown up with them. In Berk, at least, scars are not viewed so much as a flaw as they are marks of triumph, stripes that declare one a warrior. A survivor. It's beautiful, in a way, Hiccup thinks — but there is nothing beautiful about Astrid's scars.

They are jagged, uneven and varying in their intensity. Hiccup has seen more than his fair share of scars, and he can tell the ones that cover Astrid's back come from many different sources; each one screams its own story. Burn marks. Scratches from some kind of animal. Long, straight marks in a line, as if at some point somebody dragged a rake over her skin.

"If you're trying to be discreet, you're failing," Astrid snaps, but even in his sheepish, you-caught-me stupor, Hiccup cannot tear his eyes away. "I am not looking for your pity, kindness, or compassion." Her voice is firm, unwavering.

"If you're looking for an emotionless tyrant, you're barking up the wrong tree. That's my father," he jokes lightly, fingers still swirling across her milky skin almost on their own accord, dipping lower and lower, hand coming to rest on the small of her back. Astrid shivers.

"We're supposed to —" she blurts suddenly, cheeks turning bright crimson. "Supposed to, well. You know."

Of course he knows. Wedding night consummations aren't news, not by a long shot, but somehow her words still catch him off guard. Hiccup can't help the laughter that escapes him then, so hysterical in its nature that he nearly doubles over. "Oh, and now you're keen on playing by the rules?" Astrid looks absolutely mortified; Hiccup didn't even know such a bright shade of red existed until now. "You didn't seem so obedient earlier." His voice is teasing but his words still ring true.

"I never said I wanted to," Astrid replies stiffly. "I was only pointing out a fact."

Hiccup rolls his eyes. Astrid truly looks like she wants to strangle him now, and Hiccup nearly turns and sprints the second he sees her hands come up because he doesn't think she's feeling kind enough to spare his life this time, but then her fingers are pressing against either side of his neck and, oh, she's kissing him again. It's not unwelcome, really — just unexpected.

"Cut the sarcastic bullshit," she hisses between kisses, sucking his bottom lip into her mouth. "Neither of us wanted this...believe me, I'm more than well aware of that. But please, do not lie to my face and tell me you don't want _this. _Me_. _Right now." She leaves her final words it hanging in the air between them as she pulls away and presses their foreheads together, waiting.

She's not wrong, Hiccup realizes almost immediately.

He kisses her hungrily, fingers fumbling with the last few clasps of her dress and he swears he's already half hard again and so desperate that he's just going to rip the damned thing off of her — though they'd have to find some way to get it mended by sunrise — when the final tie comes loose and she has to pull away for a brief second to inhale, eyes fluttering shut as she breathes in deep, chest expanding under Hiccup's fingertips.

"Yes, very simple stuff, right?" she mutters under her breath, ocean blue eyes opening again to look not at him but rather through him, corners of her mouth quirking upwards and Hiccup manages a breathless laugh before her mouth is attached to his again, her hands resting on his shoulders and he can't quite tell if she's trying — and failing, clearly — to push him away or get his clothes off. From the way it seems like she's trying to kiss him so hard that she melts into him, he's going to assume the latter.

He lets her help him shrug out of his layers, material falling to the floor with quiet little thumps, indistinguishable from their slow, clusy footsteps as they stumble back, back, back until the backs of Astrid's knees hit the edge of the bed that's never been slept in, the kind reserved for the newly married. This is happening. Hiccup's stomach does a little twist. This is really, really happening and the worst part is that he can still turn back, can still offer to sit in the uncomfortable wooden chair in the corner for the night and give her the bed. They can still turn this thing around, married legally but not in any other sense of the word. He never even has to talk to her, really, except perhaps in front of his father, and he can still go out and ride Toothless with Camicazi and she'll still press kisses to the corner of his mouth — all friendly, of course — and things will be normal, or as close to normal as he can get with this arrangement.

"We don't have to do this," he whispers, but his mouth is still mostly attached to hers and his hands are making imprints on her hips, her thighs, fingers ghosting over her.

Astrid, of course, with a shudder, replies, "You say that as if I'm somehow unaware of that — _oh! _Yes, there — fact. I am much smarter than you are giving me credit for, Hiccup."

It occurs to him now that she has not said his name out loud until now, and it seems only appropriate that he does the same for her. "Astrid," he breathes, and her head perks up, features twisting into a look of confusion and annoyance.

"Yes?" Her eyebrows quirk up, signaling her irritation.

"I just...Nevermind," he mumbles quickly, but he loves it, secretly, loves the way her name feels on his tongue, wants to say it over and over again. He wants to shout it and whisper it, hiss it between clenched teeth, moan it in the darkness that wraps itself around them in the middle of the night.

She's underneath him, legs still partially covered by her unzipped dress but her perky chest and slim torso are bare, bestowed upon him like some sort of otherworldly prize when she arches her back and whines, braid coming undone, hair in her face as she gazes up at him with lust-blown eyes. He wants her so badly it hurts, everything hurts, his head most of all, brain muddled with want and _need _as he presses another desperate kiss to her mouth and then her jawline. His lips move down to the pale column of her throat, lips not quite biting but nipping and sucking gently at the skin there and she's wet; he can feel it when she presses her hips upwards with another impatient whine.

"Patience," he teases, hands on either side of her slim waist, lips still moving downwards, pressing more kisses to her sternum, one hand coming up to cup her breast gently — so gently, like he's still not entirely sure he wants this but oh gods, he _wants_ this, wants this more than he thinks he's ever wanted everything.

He bites down, and Astrid yelps, a strangled little cry escaping her lips, bitten pink. Hiccup moves back a bit to admire his handiwork, the reddish purple crescent mark just above the swell of her breast, standing in stark contrast to her milky skin. He wants to mark her everywhere, wants to leave her mind reeling from it all.

Astrid nearly loses it when he hesitantly swipes his tongue over one nipple, pert like a rosebud in the slightly chilled air. He almost feels bad for teasing her earlier, because Hiccup knows things about sex, knows the mechanics of it all, but he's never _had _sex before and every move he makes feels very clunky and impermanent, like any second now he's going to fuck something up and it's going to be over.

"_Gods_ yes," Astrid breathes, fingers twisting painfully in his hair as she tips her head back. Hiccup's mouth goes dry at the sight of the pale, unmarked column of her throat, exposed and waiting to be marked up with his teeth and his lips and it overwhelms him yet again, the realization dawning on him that he wants so much, wants absolutely all of her and then some because Astrid isn't sweet like cherries — or maybe she is, maybe that's the point honey laced with poison — but she's making him second-guess everything he's ever wanted.

He grins — sheepish, lopsided, unsure — and presses the pad of his thumb against her temple, wiping away a tiny speck of blue paint that seems to have stuck around from her arrival. She's shaking. He can see that very clearly now, can feel her entire body vibrating below him, a combination of arousal and fear and anger and despair and it's all so much, he realizes for what must be the hundredth time today. All of this is _so much_.

Astrid cries when he's finally inside of her, enveloped in warm, velvety heat, fingernails scrabbling against his back as she grits her teeth and presses a damp cheek to his collarbone. "I hate you. I hate this. I hate everything," she whispers. It's certainly not what he expected her to say, as he was hoping for something akin to loud cries of ecstasy and begging for _more, more, more_. Her back arches and her jutting hipbones dig into his, skin on skin, slick with sweat, and upon catching a glimpse of her face his heart nearly stops right there because Astrid looks positively sinful, cheeks streaked with tears, pupils blow out with lust, blue eyes glittering, parted lips bitten deep red. He kisses her again, taking an experimental nip at her plumped up bottom lip, and she tastes like sin and honey and anger and fear and blood and salty tears, and it's an interesting combination if not anything else.

"Do you want to like — stop?" he finally asks through gritted teeth, though at this point he really doubts either of them are physically capable of doing so. He almost feels guilty, because she's crying and he's not and her voice is so thick with sadness but then he remembers her fingers pressing against his throat, the ghost of her words lingering in the air, _I just wanted to let you know that you don't scare me,_ and the guilt dissipates almost as quickly as it was formed.

Astrid looks at him like he's sprouted wings and simply shakes her head, pressing her cheek back to his chest, whimpering words of dissatisfaction mixed with tiny whines that signify that it at least feels good for her, to a point, and gods, does it feel good for Hiccup. It's probably the best he's ever felt physically mixed with the worst he's ever felt emotionally and oh, what a wonderful combination it is.

To say it is wonderful would be a tragic overstatement, because it's not — there are smiles, of course, and words of encouragement that come from Astrid in the form of expletives and quiet moans, but her fingers dig too sharply into his back and the entire experience has felt, more than anything else, like two caged animals rutting desperately against each other, hungry for release as Astrid continues to bite out, _I hate you, I hate this, I hate you._

Fisting her hands in his hair, Astrid presses her mouth to his ear — then, a sharp hiss of, _"You will never own me." _The words ring back in his ears, clanging loudly over and over again. _You will never own me. _He can't tell if it's more of a promise to herself or to him, her way of trying to convince herself that this isn't happening because Astrid isn't property, Hiccup knows this, but she's being tossed around like she is; legally, at least, she does not belong to herself. She never has.

Then, she comes. For a brief moment, the world explodes before quickly piecing itself back together and he quickly follows suit.

If this were another life, a relationship built on something more than lust and unharnessed frustration, perhaps Astrid would whisper,_ I love you. _Then, Hiccup would kiss her forehead, brush her hair out of her eyes, wrap himself around her vowing to keep her safe forever and always.

Instead, he falls asleep listening to her try not to cry and thinking about her blood staining the white sheets. It's as sleep finally begins to creep upon him that Hiccup realizes that Astrid is still wearing her fillet — a symbol of chastity, the last of the life she used to know.

* * *

><p>so, um. that's a thing that i wrote and i'm still not entirely sure how to feel about it, but it's one in the morning and i'm too tired to beat myself up about it and if i don't post this now i probably never will. anyway! <span>as always, thank you so much for reading, and comments + critiques are wholly appreciated.<span>


End file.
